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900 NUMBER PAY-PER-CALL
AND OTHER INFORMATION SERVICES

Usually, several different entities are involved

What are Pay-Per-Call and in providing lawful information services.

Information Services?

) _ Information providers (“IPs”) design, pro-
Information services offer telephone callers the oppgy;ce price, and advertise pay-per-call and other

tunity to obtain a wide variety of telephone programi$ormation services. IPs purchase communi-
that provide recorded or live information and entertaifsiions services frotong distance telephone
ment. Information services are wide ranging. SomeQf
the types of information services available are medi
stock market, sports and product infotion. Also avail- {5 callers. IXCs transmitting 900 number ser-
able are so-called “adult” services, “chat” lines and p§jzes also usually offer IPs billing and collec-
chic advice. Many of these services are highly valuggh services in conjunction with pay-per-call
by consumers.  However, the Commission receiveg ggmission. IXCs either directly bill consum-
considerable number of complaints involving informaz< for information service calls or subcontract

tion services. with local telephone companieg“local ex-

, change carriers” or “LECs”) to place informa-
Although the terms are often used interchangeably, Pgyn service charges on monthly telephone bills
per-call services are a particular type of information sg{z: 5re issued byECs. An IP mayobtain
vices. Under federal law, pay-per-call services are thgsg s mission and billing services from an en-
information services that are offered through 900 NUMY called aservice bureau Service bureaus
bers and carry a fee greater than the cost of simply trai$-a3s middiemen between IPs and long dis-

mitting the call. The fee may be eith_er a pe_r—min_u[gme companies, obtaining communications
charge or a flat fee per call. Information services is,ay billing services from a long distance com-

broad term that encompasses services that are offﬁlégq/ on behalf of an IP. Service bureaus may
by dialing numbers other than 900 numbers. also provide other services to individual IPs,

including provision of actual information pro-
How Pay-Per-Call and Other grams, management services, and billing and

Information Services Are Provided collection of charges. Finally, an IP may em-

ploy anindependent billing companyor col-

) lection agencyto attempt to collect informa-
Consumers generally call an advertised telephone ngils service charges that either are not billed

ber to receive a pay-per-call or other information 8§ a telephone company or have been removed
vice. Fees for such calls are typically charged to a phone bill.

individual or business responsible for the telephone line
from where the call was placed, and are included on that
party’s monthly telephone bill.

mpanies (“interexchange carriers” or
Cs”) to transmit their information services
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» Toll-free numbers may not be used to charge

callers for information services unless the
and Other Information Services callerhas a written agreement to obtain and be
charged for the service or has agreed to pay for
the service by prepaid account, or through a
FCC Rules debit, credit, or calling card.

Federal Regulation of Pay-Per-Call

The FCC regulates United States telephone com- Toll-free numbers may not be used to initiate
panies that are involved in transmitting and billing  collect calls from IPs.

interstate pay-per-call and other information ser-

vices. The FCC'sules governing information ser-* Callers to toll-free numbers may not be trans-
vices provide that: ferred to 900 numbers.

« Any interstate service- ather than telephone Federal Trade Commission Rules
company directory assistance -- that charges con-
sumers for information or entertainment must b&he Federal Trade Commission (“FTC”) regulates
provided through a 900 number unless it is ofiPs, service bureaus, and other entities involved in
fered under what is termed a “presubscription eidvertising and billing information services. The
comparable arrangement.” That presubscriptiorederal Trade Commission Act prohibits all decep-
or comparable arrangement may be a preexistitige and unfair trade activities. Other federal laws
contract by which the caller has “subscribed” tohat are administered by the FTC have specific re-
the information service. The arrangement also majuirements to protect consumers from unreasonable
be the caller’s authorization to bill an informationpractices by credit companies and debt collectors.
service call to a prepaid account or to a credikinally, the FTC has regulations that apply particu-
debit, charge, or calling card. larly to 900 number services. The FTC’s 900 num-
ber rule requires that:
» Telephone companies may not disconnect
local orlong distance telephone service for fail-Advertisements for pay-per-call servicesmust
ure to pay 900 number charges or charges for clearly disclose the cost of a call. Television ad-
presubscribed information services. vertisements must include both audio and video
disclosures.
» Local telephone companies must offer con-
sumers the option of blocking access to 90@n introductory message or “preamblé must be-
number services if technically feasible. gin each 900 number program if total charges for
a call are greater than two dollars. The preamble
« Telephone companies that bill consumers must describe the service briefly, give the name
for pay-per-call and presubscribed information of the IP, and tell the cost of the call. The pre-
services must show those charges in a portionamble must also state that callers under 18 must
of the bill that is separate from local and long obtain parental permission. After the preamble
distance charges. In addition, telephone com- is complete, callers must be given three seconds
panies must include with the bill certain infor- to hang up without being charged.
mation outlining consumers’ rights and respon-
sibilities with respect to payment of informa-Parties that bill consumers for pay-per-call
tion service charges. chargesmust follow specified procedures in han-
dling disputes. Pay-per-call billing statements
must include a local or toll-free number which
consumers may call about pay-per-call charges.
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Consumers wishing to challenge a pay-per-calhstances in which 800 numbers have been used to
charge under the FTC's rule must notify the cominitiate international calls to information services.
pany listed on the bill within 60 days after theCallers to toll-free numbers may be instructed to
first statement containing a disputed charge wasnter a particular series of digits in order to hear the
sent. advertised information. However, these callers may
not be aware that by entering the digits, they are
Consumers may contact the FTCd get more completing a long distance telephone call -- often
information about its regulations. FTC bro-to a foreign location. This is not a lawful practice.
chures regarding 900 numbers, 800 numbers, in-
ternational information services, fair debt col-In these schemes, callers are not charged for their
lection, and fair credit billing may be obtaineduse of an information service. The information ser-
by writing to the Federal Trade Commission,vice is supposedly free. However, callers are charged
Public Reference Branch, Washington, D.Clong distance or international toll charges to cover
20580 -- or by calling (202) 326-2222. transmission of their calls to the “free” information
service. These types of service arrangements rely

Information Services Scams on cooperation between a telephone company and
an IP or information services advertiser, with the
telephone company sharing the money collected for

The FCC has received reports of a variety of ddtS Il charges with the IP or advertiser. In some
ceptive or unlawful iformation sevices or ar- instances, U.S. telephone companies may be know-
rangements. These include: ingly involved and the FCC can take action against

them. In other cases, the U.S. telephone company
Collect call-backs A consumer may dial an ad- M&Y be an unwitting victim of an arrangement be-

vertised number and be given the option of requedi/€€n an IP and a foreign entity that is not subject

ing a return call to receive the advertised informal® Y-S- 1aw.

tion. If the call is returned, the consumer will be
billed for a collect call. How to ProtectYour self from Un-

wanted Charges for Pay-Per-Call

“Instant” calling cards. A consumer may dial an or Other Information Services
advertised number and be offered a “calling card

which may be used immediately to access the ad-
vertised information. Thé&alling card” is a nu-
merical code -- sometimes based on the telephone
number of the line from which the call was placed
-- that is used to assess charges for the call to the
information service.

Be aware that charges are always incurred when
you listen to or participate in a program offered
over a 900 number, even if you are calling to
claim a “free” prize. Listen to the introductory
message and hang up promptly if you decide
you are not interested in the program or do not

“International” information services . Adver- wish to pay the charges given.

tisements may promote services that involve calls
to international telephone numbers. Most interna-
tional dialing sequences begin with the prefix
“011.” However, some international numbers look
like ordinary ten-digit domestic numbers. For ex-
ample, the FCC has received complaints about in-
formation services located in the Caribbean which
use the “809” area code that is assigned to that re-
gion. In addition, many consumers have reported

Be aware that information services are rarely
truly free even if they are provided over toll-
free numbers. If it sounds too good to be true,
it probably is.
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Be careful in making all long distance callg How To File a

accepting collect calls, or accepting unsoli Complaint with the FCC
ited offers from IPs.

Be aware that not all advertisements for infor- The Consumer Protecti@ranch
mation services disclose the charges that will of the FCC’s Common Carrier
be assessed.

Bureau is able to assist you if your
dispute over interstate pay-per-

Be cautious in calling an information servicg call or other information services
that advertises “@inary Toll Raes Apply” or charges involves conduct by a
“Internaional Toll Raes Apply.” Be aware that U.S. telephone company. Before
the toll rates applied by some telephone com contacting the FCC, you should

panies involved in transmitting informationj st attempt to resolve your dispute directly with
services may exceed the rates of your own pffire telephone company, IP or billing entity, follow-
mary long distance company by a significaiq instructions included with the telephone billing
amountand thatinterational rates -- even tha§@tement. If these efforts are unsuccessful and you
of your own long distance carrier -- may bgre dissatisfied with the conduct of a telephone com-
higher than you might expect. pany, a complaint may be filed with the Consumer

_ _ oo Protection Branch. Please remember that the FCC
Caution children or other individuals who makgias only very limited authority to handle complaints
phone calls from your telephone line about thgyainst |ps, service bureaus, non-telephone company
charges associated with calls to information sgjijjing entities, or collection agencies. You should
VICES. contact the FTC with questions about the about con-

_ . _duct of any of those parties.
Consider obtaining a 900 number block if you

do not wish to call any 900 number. Contaghere is no special form to fill out to file a com-

your local and long distance telephone cOmgiaint with the FCC. Simply send a typed or leg-
ternational or toll calls if you are concerned

about securing your phone line against theggderal Communications Commission, Common
calls. Carrier Bureau, Consumer Complaints, Mail

_ _ Stop Code 1600A2, Washington, D.C. 20554.
Examine your telephone bill carefully each

month. Calls to 900 numbers must be sepgyyr complaint letter should include:

rately listed on your bill, but a call to an IP in

a foreign country may not necessarily be des- vour name and address.

ignated as an information services call -- it may

be billed as an ordinary toll call or a “calling; The telephone number or the numbers involved
card” call. with your complaint.

Don’t be intimidated in dealing with telephone; A telephone number where you can be reached
companies, IPs, or collection agencies. Learn during the business day.

your rights and challenge incorrect or unwar-
ranted charges for information service calls.
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[0 The names and telephone numbers of the cd
pany or companies that billed you for pay-pe Complaints About Local or
call or other information service calls. Intrastate Information Services

U The names and telephone numbers of the e} 5jaints about information services offered
ployees of those companies that you spoke Wily, 4y 976 and other local or intrastate telephone
in an effort to resolve your complaint and thg, mpers should be directed to your state public util-
dates you spoke with them. ity commission. You can contact your local or state

_ . consumer office to obtain the telephone number and
[ Copies of any documents you have receivegyqress for your state public utility commission.

such as a bill in which a telephone compary,ig information may also be listed in the govern-

charged you for a call to an information Sefqant section of your telephone directory.
vice. Please cicle the darges that you are dis-

puting on the copy of the bill that you send A Brief History of Pay-Per-Call
us. : .
and Other Information Services

The Consumer Protection Branch will send a coy e : ; :
of your complaint to each telephone company i ;ompetitive information services were first offered

volved with the complaint - either by billing charge!? t€/ephone subscribers in the late 1980s using 900
for or transmitting a call to an information servic&lumbers. Within a couple of years, the FCC was
Each telephone company will be directed to respof§f€Ving large numbers of consumer complaints

to your complaint in writing and to send you a cofgPCUt these services.  Consequently, in 1991 the
of its response. CC adopted regulations governing telephone com-

panies that transmit and/or bill pay-per-call mes-

You should be aware, however, that even if a teR29ES:

phone company removes charges from your tele- _ .
phone bill, it may be legal for an IP to attempt t§ 1992,the Tel@hone Disclosure and Dispute

collect those charges either on its own or througtgSelutionAct -- the TDDRA -- was enacted. This

collection agencyYou may wish to contact the FTC_federaI law requires comprehensive re_gulation of
to learn about your rights regarding collection dftérstate 900 number pay-per-call services by both
these types of charges. the FCC and the FTC. Shortly after the FCC’s and

FTC’'s TDDRA rules took effect, consumer com-

Some consumers who have been billed for pay-pl%@i”ts involving information services provided
call charges report that they were told that undBfough other dialing sequences -- 800 numbers,
federal law or policy, telephone subscribers are faternational numbers, and ordinary geographic
sponsible for all calls placed from their lines. Whilg'€@ code numbers -- began to increase.

such a statement is generally true when charges are .
assessed for communications services -- such £8'gther federal law -- the Telecommurticas Act

long distance call or other toll charges -- there is R51996 - increased the TDDRAS restrictions on
federal law, rule, or policy that automatically anﬁ‘e use of toll-free numbers to charge callers for

absolutely holds consumers responsible for pay-plfformation services. In addition, this statute re-
call charges incurred from their telephone lines. Moved a provision in th& DDRA that has been
used to justify arrangements by which consumers

are charged tariffed transmission rates for suppos-
edly free information services.
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Federal Communications Commission
Consumer Protection Branch
Common Carrier Bureau

Mail Stop 1600A2

Washington, DC 20554

(202) 632-7553

This is in response to your contact with the
Federal Communications Commission

Federal
Communications
Commission

Conseumer

WS

Thank you for your interest
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